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Canutillo Alumni Create NASA Tool as UTEP Space Miners 
 
Two Canutillo ISD alumni are putting their education and experience to the test through an opportunity 
of a lifetime. Esteban Salcedo, a 2009 graduate of Canutillo High School, and Ember Sikorski, a 2013 
graduate of Northwest Early College High School, are part of a team of six UTEP Space Miners who will 
head to NASA’s Johnson Space Center in Houston this Sunday to test a tool they developed that may 
be used by astronauts themselves.  
 
“It’s called a float sample grabber that will collect rock samples from the surface of an asteroid,” said 
Salcedo, who graduated last week in mechanical engineering and will begin his career at Lockheed 
Martin in the aeronautics division this summer. “We call it the ‘Kingler’ after our first design looked like a 
claw from a king crab, but now it looks completely different since this is our fourth design.” 
 
In January, the students were given the task by NASA with a strict set of guidelines. Five months later, 
the UTEP Space Miners have their finished product: a pin screen device with steel rods and a plastic 
handle. The competition requires that the device weigh less than 15 pounds and grabs three different 
samples from three different sites without cross-contamination.  
 
UTEP’s group is one of 18 chosen for this exciting project. The students were selected to be part of 
NASA’s Micro-g NExT program that challenges students to work in teams to design and build 
prototypes of tools to be used by astronauts during spacewalk training. The next step for the UTEP 
team is to test their design at NASA’s Neutral Buoyancy Lab (NBL) with a 6.2 million gallon indoor pool 
that astronauts use for spacewalking.  
 
“Each group will have time to test their device,” Salcedo said. “We won’t be able to go into the pool, but 
we’ll instruct the divers/astronauts on how our device works. We’re confident that the our design will 
perform well.” 
 
As part of the competition, NASA also requires the students to stimulate interest in the fields of science, 
technology, engineering and math (STEM) by presenting their project to local students. This week, the 
group will present at Riverside High School tomorrow and Mission Early College High School on Friday. 
Today they presented to juniors at Northwest Early College High School, Sikorski’s alma mater. 
 
“I think one of the coolest things about this project is to know that we UTEP students are competitive on 
a nation-wide scale,” said Sikorski, physics major. “When you do things within your school, you know 
how you stack up among your peers, but to compete on a national level demonstrates our competency 
against other big name schools such as Yale, Purdue and Boise State.” 
 
“We’re designing, building, and developing an innovative tool together as a team using 3-D printers and 
going to NASA,” Salcedo said. “This has been a dream of mine since I was a kid.”  
 
The other members of the UTEP Space Miners team include Michael Torres, Jad Aboud, Stephanie 
Garfield, and Max Winter. The team will travel to Houston together on Sunday and return on Thursday.  
 
***Josie Ortegon from KVIA News Channel 7 contributed to this report. 


